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Abstract
The encounter between Christianity and African culture
produced one of the most enduring debates in contemporary
African theology: whether the faith should be more fully
Africanized in its cultural expression, or whether such
Africanization risked compromising biblical fidelity. For
much of its history on the continent, missionary Christianity
communicated the gospel through European cultural forms,
so that becoming Christian sometimes meant becoming
culturally Western, and this confusion left many African
converts alienated from their own heritage. Yet the opposite
temptation, an uncritical retrieval of African Traditional
Religion in the name of relevance, carried its own danger of
syncretism. This tension framed the problem this study
addressed: how Christianity might become genuinely African
in cultural expression without ceasing to be authentically
Christian in theological substance. Guided theoretically by the
theology of translatability and inculturation associated with
Lamin Sanneh, Aylward Shorter, and Kwame Bediako, and
informed by Nigerian scholarship from Felix Enegho,
Abiodun Ige, and Augustine Obaje and his collaborators, the
study employed a qualitative, library-based method of textual
and thematic analysis of theological literature. It found that
neither wholesale Westernization nor uncritical Africanization
offered an adequate model for African Christian identity;
rather, a framework of critical inculturation, one that affirmed
cultural values compatible with the gospel, transformed those
that were ambiguous, and rejected those that contradicted
Christian teaching, provided the more defensible path. The
study recommended that African theologians, church leaders,
and educators pursue this critical inculturation deliberately,
engaging African cultural resources with genuine respect,
submitting them to rigorous theological evaluation, and
cultivating expressions of Christianity that remain
recognizably African without ceasing to be recognizably
Christian.
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Introduction

Christianity's relationship with Africa is
older than most people assume, and
considerably more complicated than the
popular image of nineteenth-century
missionaries arriving on unfamiliar

shores. Long before European ships
reached the West African coast,
Christianity already had a home on the
continent, and the New Testament itself
is threaded with African names and
places. Simon of Cyrene carried the
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cross of Jesus to Golgotha (Mark 15:21);
an Ethiopian court official received
instruction from Philip and was
baptized on the road to Gaza (Acts 8:26-
39); and Lucius of Cyrene numbered
among the prophets and teachers at
Antioch (Acts 13:1). Africa was not a late
arrival to the Christian story but a
participant in it from the beginning.

Given this history, the pressing question
is not whether Christianity belongs in
Africa. It is what kind of Christianity
Africans ought to practice, and how that
Christianity should relate to the cultures
in which it lives. This brings two related
but distinct ideas into view:
Africanizing Christianity and
Christianizing Africa. The first refers to
the process by which African believers
interpret and organize their faith
through the resources of their own
cultures. The second refers, at its best, to
the proclamation of the gospel within
African societies, though it becomes
distorted whenever it is quietly equated
with Westernization, as though
European habits were themselves the
substance of the Christian message.

This paper argues that Christianity in
Africa should be genuinely African in
cultural expression without collapsing
into a Christianized version of African
Traditional Religion, and that it should
equally resist being treated as though
European or North American cultural
forms were coextensive with the gospel
itself. What is needed is a theology of
critical inculturation: one that takes
African culture seriously as a partner in
theological reflection while submitting
that culture to the transforming
judgment of Scripture. The discussion

that follows traces the historical
relationship between Christianity and
African culture, examines the resources
and risks African Traditional Religion
presents to Christian faith, and proposes
critical inculturation as the framework
best suited to holding cultural
authenticity and biblical fidelity
together.

Conceptual Foundations:
Africanization, Christianization, and
Inculturation

Africanization, understood carefully, is
not an attempt to invent a new religion.
It is the process through which Christian
faith comes to be expressed through
African languages, music, symbols, and
social structures, so that the cultural
embodiment of the gospel changes even
as its substance does not. This matters
because Christianity, from its very
beginning, has never existed apart from
culture. It was born within a Jewish
milieu, grew within the Mediterranean
world, and subsequently took Greek,
Roman, European, Asian, and African
forms in turn (Sanneh 4). Sanneh's
concept of “translatability” captures this
well: because the Christian message can
be rendered into any vernacular without
losing its force, no single culture can
claim to possess the definitive or
exclusive form of Christian faith
(Sanneh 2). Shorter makes a similar
point from a Catholic missiological
perspective, arguing that inculturation
is not a cosmetic adjustment to Christian
practice but a genuine incarnation of the
gospel within the thought-forms of a
given people (Shorter 11-12).

The trouble begins when a particular
cultural form becomes so tightly fused
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to Christianity that it is mistaken for
divine revelation itself. European
missionaries frequently opposed
indigenous customs simply because
those customs differed from European
expectations, not because they
contradicted anything in Scripture.
Consequently, many African converts
came to associate genuine conversion
with cultural Europeanization, a
confusion that Enegho's study of Roman
Catholic inculturation in Nigeria
identifies as one of the deepest wounds
of the missionary encounter (Enegho,
“Inculturation” 56). Christianization, by
contrast, can be understood positively
as the proclamation and lived
embodiment of the gospel within
African societies. It becomes distorted
whenever it arrives bundled with the
wholesale transplantation of foreign
cultural values, as though accepting
Christ required abandoning one's
language and social patterns along with
one's former beliefs. The task of
contextual theology, then, is to
distinguish what in Christianity is
biblical revelation from what is merely
cultural accretion, a distinction Robert
Schreiter's account of “local theology”
treats as the starting point of responsible
contextual reflection (Schreiter 3).

Christianity in Africa: Historical
Perspectives

The history of Christianity in Africa
unsettles any notion that the faith is
essentially European. Egypt became one
of early Christianity's most important
intellectual centers, and Alexandria
developed into a hub of theological
scholarship that shaped the wider
Christian tradition. North Africa

produced towering figures such as
Tertullian, Cyprian, and Augustine of
Hippo, whose writings remain
foundational to Western theology even
though their authors were Africans.
Ethiopia sustained an unbroken
Christian tradition from antiquity into
the modern era, one of the oldest
continuous Christian communities
anywhere in the world. Adamo's
research on Africa and Africans within
the New Testament reinforces this
picture, showing how deeply African
figures and geography are woven into
the biblical narrative itself (Adamo 23).
Isichei's comprehensive history of
Christianity on the continent likewise
demonstrates that African participation
in the Christian story long predates the
missionary movements of the modern
era (Isichei 16).

None of this is meant to diminish the
nineteenth-century missionary
movement, which had an undeniable
and, in many respects, constructive
impact. Missionaries built schools,
hospitals, and theological institutions
across the continent, and their
contribution to literacy and education
deserves honest acknowledgment. The
difficulty was that missionary
Christianity often traveled hand in hand
with colonial structures and a European
conception of civilization that treated
Western dress and leadership models as
though inseparable from the gospel
itself. This produced a genuine
theological problem: if Christianity is
truly universal, why should an African
have to become culturally European to
be considered authentically Christian?
The rise of African Independent
Churches and, later, African
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Pentecostalism can be read as a direct
response to this dilemma (Isichei 289;
Kalu 5-6).

African Traditional Religion,
Syncretism, and the Christian
Encounter

African Traditional Religion is not a
single, uniform system but a broad
family of indigenous religious traditions
that vary from one community to
another. Despite this diversity, many of
these traditions share concerns with a
Supreme Being, lesser divinities,
ancestors, ritual, and the relationship
between the visible and invisible worlds.
Mbiti's classic study of African religious
thought observes that religion in this
setting is rarely a separate compartment
of life; it permeates politics, economics,
and family relationships, so that the
sacred and the ordinary are not easily
pulled apart (Mbiti 3). Ige's research on
the place of ancestors in African
religious consciousness adds important
texture here, showing that among
peoples such as the Yoruba and the Igbo,
ancestors are regarded as continuing
members of the family whose presence
still bears on questions of morality and
identity (Ige, “Africa and the Africans”
14). Obaje and his collaborators
similarly observe that modern African
Christians frequently negotiate between
an inherited cultural identity and the
demands of Christian discipleship, a
negotiation that should not
automatically be read as hypocrisy but
as evidence of an ongoing process of
worldview transformation (Obaje et al.
45).

One of the most serious dangers this
negotiation raises is syncretism, which

occurs whenever incompatible religious
commitments are fused together in
ways that compromise Christian
identity. The problem becomes visible,
for instance, when believers depend
simultaneously on Christ and on
traditional religious specialists for
healing, protection, or knowledge of the
future. Such practices call for careful
theological evaluation rather than
blanket condemnation of African culture
as a whole. African Christians can
reasonably distinguish between
practices that are morally neutral, values
that enrich Christian discipleship,
customs that require transformation,
and beliefs that fundamentally
contradict the Christian confession.
Communal solidarity and hospitality
toward strangers belong to the first
category and can enrich Christian ethics
considerably; allegiance to spiritual
powers that compete with the worship
of Christ belongs to the last, and here
compromise is not an option.

Christology, in particular, must remain
non-negotiable throughout this process.
Africanization should never reduce
Jesus Christ to just another ancestor,
healer, or spiritual intermediary among
many, even as it insists, rightly, that
Christ can and must be communicated
through categories that Africans can
understand (Stinton 132-33). The real
question, as Diane Stinton's study of
African Christology suggests, is not
whether Christ may be expressed
through African religious categories, but
whether such expressions remain
faithful to what Scripture actually says
about him.
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Christianity and Culture: Toward
Critical Inculturation

Culture supplies the framework
through which human beings interpret
and organize their lives: language,
symbols, customs, and moral
expectation are all bound up in it.
Because Christianity is always
communicated through some cultural
medium, there is, strictly speaking, no
such thing as a culture-free Christianity.
Even church practices that Western
Christians often assume to be universal
have their own specific cultural histories.
The problem is not that Christianity
takes cultural form; it arises only when a
particular cultural form is mistaken for
the gospel itself. This is precisely the
distinction Enegho's broader work on
inculturation in the Nigerian setting
insists upon: the gospel can engage
culture without becoming captive to it,
provided the church remains willing to
ask hard questions about which of its
practices are biblical and which are
merely inherited habit (Enegho,
“Inculturation” 61).

Contextualization, in this light, refers to
the work of interpreting Christian faith
in relation to a community's social and
religious circumstances, while
inculturation goes a step further,
describing the process through which
Christianity becomes genuinely rooted
within a culture even as it transforms
that culture from within. Culture
supplies Christianity with language and
symbols through which it can be
understood, but the gospel, in turn,
evaluates and reshapes the culture that
receives it. The Gospel cannot affirm
every traditional practice simply

because it is African, nor reject every
indigenous custom simply because it is
unfamiliar to Western sensibilities; the
operative principle must be critical
transformation rather than uncritical
acceptance or rejection. Gyekye's study
of African cultural values is useful here,
cataloguing the emphasis many African
societies place on community, respect
for elders, and the moral weight of
family obligation (Gyekye 78); such
values need not be rejected simply
because they originate outside the
biblical world, but can enrich Christian
ethics once brought into honest
conversation with Scripture. The same
critical posture must be applied to
Western culture, too: individualism and
consumerism are not automatically
Christian simply because they arose in
societies that call themselves Christian.
The gospel stands in judgment over
both cultural systems, African and
Western alike, which is precisely why
Christianity can neither be reduced to
African tradition nor equated with
European civilization.

African Pentecostalism and Contextual
Christianity

African Pentecostalism represents one of
the most significant developments in
contemporary African Christianity, and
Kalu's landmark study argues
persuasively that its growth cannot be
explained as a simple import from the
West. Its emphasis on prayer, healing,
prophecy, and vivid spiritual experience
resonates naturally with dimensions of
African religious consciousness that
predate the missionary era, which is
part of why the movement has taken
root so quickly across the continent
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(Kalu 85). Enegho's comparative study
of Roman Catholicism and
Pentecostalism further highlights the
tensions that have emerged around
fundamentalism and religious freedom
as this movement has grown (Enegho,
“Roman Catholicism” 2). African
Pentecostalism demonstrates something
theologically important: that
Christianity can become culturally
meaningful without becoming culturally
Western, since its indigenous leadership
and distinctly African style of worship
owe little to European precedent.

This does not mean Pentecostalism is
beyond criticism. The commercialization
of religion, an excessive emphasis on
prosperity, and a tendency toward
authoritarian leadership in some
quarters raise legitimate concerns that
deserve honest engagement rather than
defensive dismissal. Africanization
cannot be measured merely by
numerical growth or the visibility of
African leadership; it must also be
measured by ethical seriousness and
faithfulness to Christ. A congregation
can be culturally African in every visible
respect while remaining spiritually
unhealthy, just as it can be numerically
thriving while reproducing the very
oppressive structures the gospel is
meant to dismantle. The ultimate test is
whether cultural authenticity is joined
to genuine transformation of life.

Christianity, Social Transformation,
and the Nigerian Context

Christianity in Africa cannot remain
aloof from the concrete social realities its
adherents face daily: poverty,
corruption, insecurity, and the everyday
indignities of poor governance. Ige's

study of corruption in Nigerian public
life offers a useful model here, arguing
that the church's prophetic
responsibility requires it to confront
corruption directly rather than retreat
into private piety while injustice goes
unaddressed (Ige, “John the Baptist”
579). If Christianity is to be authentically
African, in other words, it must speak to
the suffering Africans actually
experience rather than confine itself to
abstract theological debate. This
conviction runs directly against any
theology content to treat worship and
justice, or evangelism and social
responsibility, as separate departments
of Christian life; Enegho's missiological
writing insists, rightly, that mission
which ignores the material needs of the
people it serves has already failed at
something basic to the gospel it claims
to proclaim (Enegho, “Inculturation” 64).

The complexity of modern African
identity compounds this challenge.
Obaje and his collaborators observe that
a contemporary African believer may
hold together multiple, overlapping
identities at once: African, Christian,
professional, and thoroughly modern,
shaped as much by global culture as by
inherited tradition (Obaje et al. 47).
Philip Jenkins's demographic account of
global Christianity situates this Nigerian
experience within a larger shift, noting
that the center of gravity in world
Christianity has already moved
decisively toward the global South, of
which Nigeria is one of the most
consequential examples (Jenkins 2-3).
Nigeria's own religious plurality
illustrates just how contextualized
Christianity there already is, yet this
diversity has not resolved the country's
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deeper social challenges, and Nigerian
Christianity's credibility will depend on
whether it can demonstrate a
transformed way of life rather than
elaborate ceremony.

Toward a Theology of Critical
Inculturation

Taken together, these considerations
point toward critical inculturation as the
most defensible framework for African
Christian identity, describable through
five interlocking movements: cultural
understanding, in which African
Christians genuinely understand their
own traditions before engaging them
theologically, since ignorance of culture
makes meaningful reflection impossible
(Ige, “Africa and the Africans” 15-16);
biblical engagement, in which culture is
placed in serious dialogue with
Scripture rather than weaponized
against it or allowed to override it;
theological discernment, the disciplined
work of distinguishing cultural forms
that may be retained from commitments
that cannot be reconciled with Christian
confession; transformation, in which a
practice that genuinely contradicts
Christian teaching is changed or set
aside, since cultural authenticity cannot
override theological conviction; and
creative reconstruction, the ongoing
work of producing theological language,
liturgy, and social engagement that are
authentically African and genuinely
Christian at once.

Schreiter's account of local theology
supports this five-part structure well,
since it insists that theology is never
simply imported wholesale from
elsewhere but is constructed, again and
again, through the dynamic interaction

of gospel, church, and culture in a
particular place (Schreiter 16-17).
Critical inculturation, understood this
way, avoids both of the extremes that
have haunted African Christian
reflection: the outright rejection of
African culture in the name of biblical
purity, and the uncritical romanticizing
of that culture in the name of relevance.
It insists, instead, that African Christians
can be both fully African and fully
Christian, provided they are willing to
do the patient, sometimes
uncomfortable work that genuine
inculturation requires.

The Responsibility of African
Theologians

African theologians and religious
scholars carry a particular responsibility
in this work, one that requires resisting
two opposite forms of intellectual
dependency. The first is dependence on
Western theological categories as
though they were the only legitimate
lens for understanding Christianity, a
habit of mind Bediako's landmark study
traces to the earliest years of the
missionary encounter and treats as an
obstacle to mature African theological
reflection (Bediako, Theology and
Identity 64). The second is dependence
on romanticized notions of African
tradition, an equally serious temptation
in which anything indigenous is
assumed to be automatically compatible
with Christian faith simply because it is
indigenous. African theology, if it is to
be taken seriously as theology rather
than mere cultural apologetics, must be
intellectually rigorous and self-critical in
the face of both temptations.
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Bediako's comparison between the
identity questions facing early African
theologians and those the second-
century apologists faced within the
Greco-Roman world is instructive here,
since it suggests that the search for a
genuinely African Christian identity
belongs to the very heart of what it
means to think theologically at all
(Bediako, Theology and Identity 176).
African scholarship should aim to do
more than illustrate Western theology
with African examples; it should
generate its own theological questions
while remaining in genuine
conversation with the wider Christian
tradition. When Christianity is
presented as though European culture
were the standard of Christian
civilization, the results include cultural
alienation and the quiet loss of
legitimate identity. When Africanization
is pursued without discernment, the
results are no less troubling: syncretism,
a diluted Christology, and a fragmented
Christian witness.

Conclusion

The debate between Africanizing
Christianity and Christianizing Africa
should not be reduced to a forced choice
between Africa and the Christian faith,
because no such choice is theologically
necessary. Christianity is already deeply
rooted in African soil, and Africa has, in
turn, contributed substantially to the
wider history of the Christian faith,
from the theological achievements of
ancient Alexandria to the vitality of
contemporary Pentecostal movements.
The task facing African Christians today
is not to prove that Christianity belongs
in Africa, a case history has already

settled, but to determine how that
Christianity can be embodied faithfully
within African cultures as they actually
exist, with all their genuine strengths
and ambiguities.

The record of missionary Christianity
demonstrates the real dangers of
confusing the gospel with a particular
culture, however well-intentioned that
confusion may have been. At the same
time, the vitality of African Independent
Churches and Pentecostal movements
demonstrates the legitimate desire of
African believers to worship God
through their own languages and
leadership rather than through
borrowed forms. Africanization, for its
part, still requires ongoing critical
evaluation; not every traditional belief
can be absorbed into Christian practice
without careful scrutiny, and Ige's work
on ancestral veneration and Enegho's
sustained reflection on inculturation
both make clear that this scrutiny is
neither optional nor merely academic
(Ige, “Africa and the Africans” 17-19;
Enegho, “Inculturation” 65-66). Obaje
and his collaborators likewise remind
readers that modern African Christians
inhabit a genuinely complex cultural
and theological space that resists easy
resolution (Obaje et al. 52).

The appropriate response, as this paper
has argued throughout, is critical
inculturation: a theology that insists
Christianity must speak African
languages, engage African questions,
and respond honestly to African social
realities, while African culture, in turn,
remains open to the transforming
judgment of Scripture. The goal is
neither to make Christianity European
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nor to make it merely African, but to
make it faithfully Christian within
Africa. Africa does not need a
Christianity that makes its people
ashamed of their cultural identity, and it
does not need a Christianity that
baptizes every inherited practice
without theological examination either.
What it needs, and what critical
inculturation attempts to offer, is a
Christianity that is biblically faithful,
culturally intelligible, and socially
transformative all at once. That balance,
difficult as it is to sustain, remains
essential to the future credibility and
vitality of African Christianity.
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